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Abstract 
To explore the role of the Caherconnell Cashel in the Burren, this thesis focuses 
particularly upon the possibility of ferrous and non-ferrous metal production at the site.  Using 
data from excavations dating back to 2007, this thesis looks at the main cashel, or ringfort, at the 
site.  Caherconnell, a site much larger in size than the standard ringfort, is situated at the junction 
of three major zones of concentration in the Burren – the main route into the Burren, the 
religious route way used between AD 800 and 1160 (the Early Medieval Period), and the area of 
fertile farmland in the Burren. 
The production of metal at Caherconnell is clearly evidenced by the amount of high-
status artifacts found at the site and, of course, the clear evidence of metal production found 
within the site walls.  Bronze and iron slag, hammer stones, a burnishing stone, and a stone 
mould used for pouring bronze have all been recovering during excavations of the main cashel.  
There has not been extensive publication on the role of Caherconnell in the region, nor has there 
been extensive excavation of other ringforts in the area.  Caherconnell, however, is certainly an 
important site in the region.  Not only is it far larger than the average ringfort, it was occupied by 
a subsidiary branch of one of the most powerful families in the region, the O’Lochlainns.  The 
site also had a surplus of wealth due to its production of ferrous and non-ferrous metal, and it is 
this part of Caherconnell’s history I have focused on. 
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Introduction 
This thesis looks at the production of metal in ringforts in the Burren, an area located in 
the northwest of Ireland’s County Clare, between AD 500 and 1000, Ireland’s Early Medieval 
period.  The production of metal was an important aspect in attaining income during the Early 
Medieval period, for it gave the residents of ringforts, who were primarily farmers, an added 
income and a source of items to trade.  This allowed these farmers to accumulate high-status 
goods, enabled their contact with other parts of Ireland and beyond, and allowed the building or 
renovation of ringforts. 
The site particularly focused on in this paper is the site of Caherconnell.  Caherconnell 
has been the subject of excavations by the National University of Ireland at Galway beginning in 
2007 (Excavation 10E0087).  Described as the “gateway to the Burren”, Caherconnell is located 
in the heart of O’Brien country, the territory of the last kings of Ireland.  There are two other 
ringforts at the site, and a number of prehistoric monuments nearby, including the Poulnabrone 
dolmen, a Neolithic portal tomb.  The land around Caherconnell has been used and inhabited 
since Neolithic times, as evidenced by these monuments. 
However, it was at the end of the Early Medieval period that the main ringfort, or cashel, 
at the site was constructed, leading to Caherconnell’s fluorescence.  Although the two other 
ringforts at the site had been occupied for at least a century prior to the main cashel’s 
construction, the building of the main cashel was what truly set Caherconnell apart.  Much larger 
than the standard measurements of ringforts, Caherconnell dominated the landscape.  Its location 
along several major route ways in the Burren added to its prestige and added to its ability to trade 
the metalworking goods it produced. 
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Metalworking was an occupation practiced in Ireland by a few trained smiths.  Unlike 
farming, this occupation was not for the unskilled or the poor, for it required extensive training in 
order to manufacture both the utilitarian and luxury items demanded.  These items also cost the 
smith dearly to produce, particularly in assembling the materials (copper and tin) to produce 
bronze.  Bronze production in particular required a specific ratio of copper to tin, and learning 
this required specialized instruction by other smiths.  It is suggested by the presence of bronze 
work at monastic sites that “the church played an important role as patron, and perhaps teacher, 
of fine metalworking” (Comber 1997:101).  These smiths, and the families they worked for, 
often garnered an income far greater than any expected by farming or raising cattle.  This income 
was also a steady income, reliant on the needs of people rather than the more unpredictable 
weather patterns.  The process of smithing, particularly when producing iron and bronze, 
provided a great income.  As iron and bronze were not only used for utilitarian items, smiths 
could demand, and would receive, high prices for luxury items, items that were traded and sold 
by others to bring an even larger profit (Comber 1997). 
Smithing was necessarily practiced by those who had an income sufficient to support a 
smith in his craft, to provide the smith with the materials needed for his products, and the time to 
train in the proper craft of working metal.  These smiths were often those of good families, not to 
say nobility, but those associated with wealthy families.  These families would have provided the 
smith with the money and materials needed to craft their utilitarian and luxury goods.  As later 
sections of this thesis detail, the presence of a smith at Caherconnell is suggested by the number 
of high-status artifacts found within the main cashel, the presence of slag from producing iron 
and bronze artifacts, and the amount of wealth this family possessed. 
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Environment 
“The Burren, from the Irish Boireann meaning ‘stony place’, is an upland karstic region 
of exposed Upper Carboniferous Limestone occupying 360 sq km of NW Co Clare” 
(FitzPatrick 2009:283).  The Burren was famously described by Edmund Ludlow as “a country 
where there is not water enough to drown a man, wood enough to hang one, nor earth enough to 
bury him; which last is so scarce, that the inhabitants steal it from one another, and yet their 
cattle are very fat; for the grass growing in tufts of earth, of two or three foot square, that lie 
between the rocks, which are of limestone, is very sweet and nourishing”.  The residents of the 
Burren are extremely practical, self-reliant, and friendly.  They were, and are, intensely 
interested in the land and landscape.  Many current residents of the Burren and are directly 
descended from those who erected these ancient monuments on the landscape.  The current 
owners of Caherconnell, the Davoren family, are descended from the O’Lochlainn family, the 
builders of the cashel. 
Caherconnell, from the Irish Cathair Chonnaill, or Connell’s cashel, is a large ringfort in 
the Burren.  The cashel is located in Caherconnell, Carron, Clare, on the west coast of Ireland.  
The cashel is located in an area that has remained in a distinctly Irish portion of Ireland, even 
today.  For quite some time this area of Ireland was particularly resistant to change, especially to 
Norman colonization.  Ringforts in the Burren remained occupied well after ringforts in other 
parts of Ireland due to this resistance to change.  It was only during Cromwell’s invasion of 
Ireland that the Burren became less resistant (FitzPatrick 2009:289). 
Caherconnell was built by the O’Lochlainns in the 10th century AD.  It was a part of the 
Corcu Mruad chiefdom.  As the cashel was built by a subsidiary branch of the O’Lochlainn 
family, they were a powerful component in the Burren.  This is added to the fact that they 
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produced bronze and iron, providing the family at Caherconnell with a source of surplus wealth.  
This wealth enabled the family to maintain their cashel, make additions to it, and occupy it far 
longer than other, similar ringforts. 
 
What is a Ringfort? 
The Irish ringfort, also known as a cashel or cathair in cases of stone ringforts, and líos, 
dún, or rath for earthen ringforts, is arguably the most Irish structure found in the archaeological 
record.  Extremely prevalent throughout the countryside, archaeologists have identified over 
40,000 ringforts in Ireland.  Ringforts may be made of both stone or earth, or a combination of 
the two.  The purpose of the construction of the ringfort is uncertain: while they are clearly 
habitations, several theories suggest the ringfort was built for defensive purposes, while others 
suggest they were built solely to display the wealth and power of the inhabitants.  These 
functions, however, are not mutually exclusive (Stout 1997). 
Elizabeth FitzPatrick, a lecturer at the National University of Ireland at Galway, has 
conducted excavations on another ringfort in the Burren, Cahermacnaghten.  FitzPatrick’s review 
of ringforts in Ireland analyzes the usage of the term ‘ringfort’, with particular reference to her 
excavations at Cahermacnaghten.  She argues that the word ‘ringfort’ is confusing, including as 
it does both earthen and stone ringforts, or raths and cashels.  TJ Westropp was among the first to 
use the term in academic articles, using the term to describe only the stone forts in the northwest 
section of County Clare (FitzPatrick 272).  Macalister stated that while the term ringfort has been 
used to remind the Irish that as other countries have the same architectural style in their 
archaeological remains, the ringfort is not a uniquely Irish structure, and thus the vernacular 
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terms of caiseal, lios, rath, and cathair should not be used in order to facilitate understanding. 
 FitzPatrick refutes this, finding this classification too simplistic. 
A large percentage of the known ringforts identified in Ireland are located in Ulster, or 
Northern Ireland.  This is due both to their prevalence in the region as well as the push for 
modern-day development in the area that necessitates their excavation.  By contrast, although the 
Burren has one of the highest concentrations of ringforts in Ireland (1.7 ringforts per km2 [Stout 
1997:98]), the demand for public works projects, such as new roads, has not invaded the region.  
Although the concentration of ringforts in the Burren is very high, there are several large areas 
without any settlement whatsoever.  In particular, “the low-lying karst on the Clare/Galway 
border [was]… thinly settled” during the Early Medieval period (Stout 1997:98). 
The construction of ringforts dates from the Early Christian period (AD 500 to 1000), 
though more definite dates to narrow down the main construction periods have not been 
determined.  As noted by Stout, the “stratigraphical approach to dating ringforts has proved 
unsatisfactory” (Stout 1997:23), and the construction methods of ringforts have not varied 
significantly enough over time to yield a pattern useful for dating.  Later additions to ringforts, 
however, such as entranceways and gatehouses, have given archaeologists clear evidence of 
later, dateable occupation. 
However, dendrochronology has been applied with some success; oak in Ireland can be 
dated to within a year as far back as 5000 BC (Stout 1997:24).  Radiocarbon dating also confirms 
dates.  Although the majority of ringforts excavated are in Ulster (the counties of Antrim, 
Armagh, Down, Fermanagh, Londonderry, and Tyrone in Northern Ireland, and Cavan, Donegal, 
and Monaghan as part of the Republic of Ireland), excavation has not revealed significant 
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regional differences in dating.  The majority of ringforts seem to date from the beginning of the 
seventh until the end of the ninth century, although there are a few ringforts that were built later. 
Ringforts were occupied by a single family, though the members who lived within the 
ringfort included extended family members and retainers (Stout 1997:32).  Other residents of the 
area would often live in their own ringforts, or possibly in huts surrounding the sites, such as the 
house rings surrounding Cahercommaun (Hencken 1938). 
Ringforts vary in size, shape, and construction.  Most cashels are univallate, with an 
average wall height of 0.48 meters (Stout 1997:17) and an average diameter of 20 meters.  The 
site and complexity of the cashel has been interrupted as a measure of labor needed to build 
them.  “A ringfort’s overall diameter is a measure of both the size of its interior and the size of 
[and] strength of its defenses” (Stout 1997:19). 
Royal ringforts are much larger than standard cashels.  They measure about 42.56 meters 
in diameter (Stout 1997:16), with an average wall height of 1.83 meters (Stout 1997:17).  
Caherconnell’s measurements correspond with the average measurements of royal cashels.  
Caherconnell is 43 meters in diameter, and even today, despite significant amounts of tumble 
near the entrance, its walls measure three meters in height and one meter in thickness (Michelle 
Comber, Personal Communication 2010).  Multivallate ringforts, although larger in diameter 
than univallate cashels, often did not have a larger living area for its residents than univallate 
cashels (Stout 1997:18). 
There is evidence that ringforts were used for a variety of functions.  According to some 
archaeologists, a cursory look at a ringfort shows an apparent lack of martial significance, 
suggesting that they were built to indicate status and to “prevent stock from straying and a 
protection against wild animals” (Proudfoot 1961:94).  This suggests that the primary function, 
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other than that of the residence, was to maintain cattle herds.  The traditional understanding of 
the ringfort is as a residence for a family involved in agriculture, and it is commonly believed 
that ringforts were used to hold cattle herds at night.  This is confirmed by several finds – the 
amount of cattle bone found inside sites, particularly Caherconnell; later evidence of using 
ringforts as cattle pens; and the contemporary hierarchy of society indicating a man’s wealth 
according to the number of cattle he owned.  In addition, the general lack of any other structure 
to hold cattle suggests they were held at night in ringforts (Stout 1997:35).  Dairying had begun 
to be a method of maintaining wealth at the beginning of the Early Christian period, and cows 
were no longer solely raised for the meat they could provide.  At this time as well, wealth began 
to be measured by the amount of cattle possessed by a family (Stout 1997:36). 
It is also possible that ringforts were used in industry.  Among the finds at Caherconnell 
were evidence of ferrous and non-ferrous metal manufacture, discussed later in this thesis.  Iron 
was produced at several ringforts in the region, particularly Cahercommaun (Hencken 1938).  
Other ringforts, such as Garannes in County Cork, show evidence they were used as trading 
posts rather than cattle pens (Ó Ríordáin 1942).  Other sites have been found to be permanent 
centers of craft production, rather than centers of agriculture (Stout 1997:37). 
Ringforts were also in use as residences for the aristocracy.  These ringforts are larger 
than the average and were used to display the resident’s high status in the community.  This is 
also clear from the sheer amount of labor needed to construct a ringfort.  Vertical joins seem to 
indicate where one group of laborers stopped working and another began – these are clearly 
visible still.  These vertical joins confirm that labor of the ringfort proceeded in steps; more than 
that, as construction seems to have been completed in one phase, it suggests that several groups 
of laborers worked at the same time to construct the cashel.  This indicates the family’s high 
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status in the region, as they were able to command such large workforces; in addition, this 
suggests they had an income independent from, and in addition to, raising cattle. 
However, as mentioned, cashels were most likely not used for purely defensive purposes, 
as they had little martial significance, as some archaeologists consider them defective for proper 
defense in five ways:  
1. Entrances were weak and difficult to protect, 
2. Lack of palisade enclosures along the top of the bank, 
3. Fosses silted up after their construction, 
4. Bivallate sites often had their inner walls visible from the outside, preventing 
the ability to fall back to inner defenses in case of an attack, 
5. and a single family (the occupants of a ringfort) would not have been able to 
defend the typical diameter of a ringfort (about 100 m). 
(Stout 1997:19). 
However, despite the general lack of a palisade along the top of the wall, there is some 
evidence, especially in Armagh, of some post-and-wattle structures along the top of the cashel 
wall that could have performed the function of a palisade.  However, as none of the post-and-
wattle structures are complete, it is not sure what function these would perform.  However, this 
certainly would have given the ringfort extra height, as well as some element of protection, 
however small (Stout 1997:20). 
Certainly ringforts represented an element of defensive measures.  The ability to 
command a large enough workforce to make the building of a ringfort viable was restricted to a 
few families who could call in favors to those who lived and worked under their auspices.  The 
posited function of the ringfort to display one’s power and wealth does not seem a very practical 
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method.  There seems to be more in the martial significance of the ringfort than is credited to it, 
especially as the ringfort could be defended with the people constructing the ringfort – who did 
not necessarily all live within its walls.   
 
Ireland in the 10th Century 
The tenth century in particular was a time of change in Ireland.  Ringforts, the standard 
pattern of residence for the past several centuries, were being abandoned in parts of the country 
where the Normans settled in favor of towns and villages.  This was the very end of the ringfort 
building period.  Although most ringforts were abandoned at this time, ringforts in the west of 
Ireland, particularly in Galway and Clare, continued in use until Cromwell’s invasion in the 
1940s. 
Ireland in the tenth century was not ruled by London as it was after Cromwell’s invasion 
in the 1640s.  The political and social landscapes were very different.  The exterior forces 
shaping Ireland’s development were not the kings and rulers of England, but the Vikings.  
Evidence of town and village life was first visible in the tenth century.  Prior to that, families 
lived in groups in and around ringforts in house rings, but were not settled in towns, which were 
a Norman introduction.  Dr. Carleton Jones of the National University of Ireland at Galway has 
suggested that “certain cathair settlements in the Burren may have been continuously occupied 
up to the time when tower-houses came into vogue some time in the 15th or 16th centuries” 
(FitzPatrick 2009:288). 
The West Coast of Ireland, however, was always different.  The quick growth of and shift 
to town life such as in Counties Dublin and Wicklow was not seen in the west.  Dublin was 
established as a Norman settlement in the ninth century and remained so until the Normans used 
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Dublin as a starting point for the invasion of Ireland in 1169 (Davies 1999:1222).  However, at 
the time the Norman invasion left very little impact in the areas to the west of Dublin.  This is 
because of the pervasive and unique culture of the west, particularly as the Irish had a habit of 
killing people who ventured beyond the Pale, or the area under Norman rule during the twelfth 
century.  Even today, the west coast of Ireland is different from the remainder of the country.  
Gaelic is still spoken in many locations in the west, particularly in Connaught.  As the Burren is 
situated in the extreme west of the country, and as a particularly unforgiving region of Ireland, it 
was not a destination of particular interest for the Viking invaders.  While, indeed, some bits of 
Viking culture, such as jewelry and status items, worked its way into the culture of the west due 
to trade; other, more significant changes, such as the shift from ringforts to towns and villages, 
did not catch on. 
FitzPatrick argues that while indeed most raths and cashels were built during the early 
part of the first millenium AD, general assumptions that ringforts were abandoned after AD 900 
are, indeed, false.  There are several examples, particularly in the Burren, that refute this 
assumption.  “The medievalists Barrett and Graham constructed an argument in favour of 
continuity of ‘ring-fort’ construction in those Gaelic lordships that remained untouched by 
Anglo-Norman settlement of the 12th and 13th centuries” (FitzPatrick 2009:279).  This applies 
to Caherconnell with its location in the Burren.  The use of the ringfort continued in some parts 
of the Burren until the invasion of Cromwell in the 1600s. 
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Clare in the 10th Century 
County Clare lies in the province of Thomond, which consists of North Munster – that is 
to say, the counties of Clare, Limerick, and the northern portion of County Tipperary.  In the 
Early Medieval period (falling between AD 500 – 1100), Thomond consisted of several 
composite chiefdoms.  In County Clare, these chiefdoms consisted of the Corcu Mruad in North 
Clare (including the Burren); the Corcu Baisunn in South Clare; and the Déis Tuaiscirt (later the 
Dál Cais) in Eastern Clare (Gibson 1995:119).  The Déis Tuaiscirt was the other main composite 
chiefdom in Clare.  Before the 13th century, the Corcu Mruad chiefdom included the modern-day 
baronies of Burren and Corcomroe, both of which fall within the boundaries of the diocese of 
Kilfenora.  The lands held by the Corcu Mruad may also have included the modern-day 
Inchiquin Barony as well.  However, the suspected boundaries of the Corcu Mruad are dependent 
on the theory that one of the former capitals of the Corcu Mruad was Caherballykinvarga 
(Gibson 1995:119), as posited by David Blair Gibson in his thesis Tulach Commain: A View of 
an Irish Chiefdom. 
The lands of the Corcu Mruad may have included several smaller chiefdoms that 
included areas occupied by the parishes of Kilfenora and Noughaval (Nua Chabháil).  Later 
Noughaval was divided between the O’Connor (Uí Conchobuir) and the O’Lochlainn families in 
the 1100s, the result of many years of fighting between the two rival families for control of the 
area (Stephen and Lee 1895:410).  Noughaval became part of O’Lochlainn territory.  
“Combining these two parishes result[ed] in a territory containing both the secular centre 
Caherballykinvarga and Kilfenora, the cathedral of the diocese” (Gibson 1995:120).  This gave 
the territory both secular and religious significance – emphasizing its importance in the region.  
The importance, especially, of having Kilfenora as part of O’Lochlainn territory emphasizes the 
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strong ties the family had to the relatively new Christian religion.  This is also emphasized by 
their patronage of the Kilcorney Parish, one of the smallest parishes in the region and the only 
one of its size to survive the reorganization and consolidation of parishes in Ireland by the 
Catholic Church (Personal Communication Michelle Comber). 
One of the important capital settlements for Tulach Commáin, a túath (chiefdom) of the 
province of Thomond, was the settlement of Cahercommaun.  It consists of the present-day 
parishes of Carran, Kilcorney, and Kilnaboy.  Caherconnell lies within the parish of Kilcorney.  
The principal ecclesiastical settlement of the area was Tempal Chronáin, a prehistoric burial 
mound.  It lies within view of Cahercommaun, and, indeed, the fort was probably constructed 
there with that view in mind.  The chiefdom’s total boundaries are 300 km2 in extent, suggesting 
that the túath containing Cahercommaun was not a simple chiefdom but a composite chiefdom 
(Gibson 1990). 
There were several composite chiefdoms in Thomond.  The Corcu Mruad clan controlled 
North Clare, the Corcu Baisunn ruled South Clare, and the Déis Tuaiscirt (later the Dál Cais) 
controlled Eastern Clare (Figure 2).  Before the 13th century, the Corcu Mruad chiefdom is 
posited, by Gibson, to have included the modern baronies of Burren and Corcomroe.  These 
borders may also have included Inchiquin Barony.  However, this posited extent of the 
boundaries is dependent on Caherballykinvarga as a former capital of the Corcu Mruad (Gibson 
1990).  “The modern administrative divisions of the Burren region are the Barony of Burren and 
the Barony of Corcomroe, each of which are coterminous with the later medieval lordships of 
O’Loughlin of Burren and O’Connor of Corcomroe. In the early Middle Ages, prior to the 
formation of the two lordships, the Burren region was coterminous with the mórthuath or large 
kingdom of Corcu Modruad that incorporated six tuatha or petty kingdoms. Those tuatha, with 
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the addition of three smaller parcels of lordly demesne land and mensal land, also constituted 
landholdings of various vassal families and cadet branches of the O’Loughlins and O’Connors 
during the late medieval and early modern period” (FitzPatrick 283). 
The boundaries of the Cahercommaun chiefdom contained both the secular and religious 
centers of the Burren.  The extent of the boundaries of Tulach Commáin indicate 
Cahercommaun’s importance as a political center and capital of the Burren.  After the complete 
abandonment of Cahercommaun, Caherconnell seemed to go into a hiatus during the fourteenth 
when the Norman invasion had divided the country into separate, warring kingdoms.  Artifacts 
have not been found that definitely date to this century, though that may change as more of the 
cashel is excavated.  However, Caherconnell’s hiatus can be explained by political turmoil in the 
region, particularly the decline of the Corcu Mruads in favor of the growing power of the Dál 
Cais. 
 
 
Caherconnell 
The area of Caherconnell, part of the “High Burren”, has been continuously occupied 
from the Neolithic Period until the 1640s (Figure 3).  While the most prominent and visible 
structures date from the Early Medieval Period, particularly the second half of the first 
millennium AD, people have been living at Caherconnell for hundreds of years.  The main 
structure at Caherconnell is a drystone ringfort, or cashel, dating from the Early Medieval Period.  
There are two other enclosures at Caherconnell dating from approximately the same period.  
These enclosures are currently under investigation by the graduate program at the National 
University of Ireland at Galway (Figure 4). 
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The main cashel at Caherconnell is 42m in diameter, measured externally, with walls 
approximately 3m wide when measured at the base.  While the current standing walls are 3m in 
height, there is a great amount of tumble which suggests that the walls originally measured 4m in 
height.  While, during Westropp’s survey of the ringforts of Clare, he noted that no internal 
features such as steps were to be found, a short flight of stairs were uncovered during the 2010 
excavations just beside the entrance.  The internal height of the cashel enclosure is a full 0.7m 
higher than the ground outside of the cashel (Hull and Comber 2011:2).  This has proven to be 
from continuous occupation layers (Figure 5). 
The Corcu Mruads (who built Cahercommaun and whose lands included the Baronies of 
Burren and Inchiquin) built Caherconnell in the 10th century.  Caherconnell is located one 
kilometer south of Poulnabrone dolmen, near the O’Brien stronghold Lemenagh Castle, within 
the parish of Kilcorney and the diocese of Kilfenora in County Clare (Michelle Comber, personal 
communication 2010).  After their demise as a clan in power, the O’Lochlainn family occupied 
Caherconnell from the 11th century until 1607.  The O’Connor family occupied the same general 
area.  The Davoren family, who currently own and occupy the land, married into the 
O’Lochlainn family during this time period. 
In 1607, the O’Brien family (who built Lemenagh Castle, the Late Medieval stronghold 
of the Burren region, and held the title of Barons of the Burren) occupied the main cashel until 
1641 during the invasion of Ireland by Cromwell.  In 1641, Cromwell removed the O’Brien 
family from the cashel, replacing them with the Comyns, who were “transplanted papists from 
Limerick” (Michelle Comber, Personal Communication August 2010).  The Comyns were 
removed to the Burren as a punishment, as Cromwell and his army believed that the Burren was 
Ireland’s prison.  Cromwell’s troops were ordered to give each resident a choice –
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“to hell or Connaught”.  Removing any family to the Burren was the equivalent of a Russian 
family being “relocated” to Siberia.  The Burren, with its stark, lunar-like karst landscapes and 
its lack of arable land seemed the perfect place to remove those enemies of Cromwell and, 
therefore, of England. 
The residents at Caherconnell most likely numbered around twenty people prior to 
Cromwell’s invasion (Personal Communication, Michelle Comber).  They belonged to a 
subsidiary branch of the O’Lochlainn family, one of the most important clans in the region.  
They were able to command the manpower needed to construct the large outer wall of the main 
cashel, and their reputation would have been more than sufficient to deter those who would take 
advantage of the cashel’s single wall.  However, the population surrounding the site would have 
included the manpower needed to defend it in case of attack. 
Other external features found at Caherconnell include a cairn of large stones, measuring 
approximately 2.5m in diameter and 1m in height.  “The possibility [that this cairn …is] a 
prehistoric burial mound cannot be ruled out” (Hull and Comber 2011:3), especially due to 
Caherconnell’s proximity to other prehistoric burial sites, most notably the Poulnabrone dolmen, 
a portal tomb, and other cairns such as Poulawack. 
“Excavation within a limestone hollow or ‘doline’ 33m to the south-east of the [main] 
cashel in 2008 and 2009 (08E0535) found an approximately circular stone-built chamber (2.3m 
NE-SW by 2.3m) with a passageway at the north-east (1.5m long and approx. 1.0m wide)” 
(Hull and Comber 2011:4).  This structure yielded partial, disarticulated human skeletal remains, 
with a radiocarbon date range from the mid-fifteenth to mid-seventeenth centuries.  It has been 
suggested by Hull and Comber that these were bones accidentally removed from a nearby 
defunct churchyard and hastily reburied in this nearby structure.  Animal bone from the structure 
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yielded dates from the mid-fifteenth century.  As lime mortar was used on external facings of 
this structure, it is probable that this structure is contemporary with Structure A, the Late 
Medieval house, within the cashel.  Near to this structure, postholes and Bronze Age potsherds 
were found.  The radiocarbon dates on the artifacts found suggest there was a domestic 
settlement there dating from the nineteenth to seventeenth centuries BC (Hull and Comber 2011).  
Other external structures include the aforementioned cashels - a circular cashel and a sub-square 
drystone enclosure - which are under excavation by the National University of Ireland at 
Galway. 
The historic residents of Caherconnell built the house excavated from within the ringfort, 
Structure A, in the 15th or 16th centuries (Figure 7).  It is a complete rectangle with an opposing 
door in the back facing the cashel wall.  The house is one meter in width with a length of 5 ½ 
meters.  It is situated one meter from the back of the cashel wall – this space was necessary for 
the thatched roof, which extends past the walls of the house and would have come to rest against 
the back of the cashel wall.  The house had a lime-mortared floor, and bits of timber from the 
roof beams, were found along the floorboards.  As the timber was yew, and not oak, 
archaeologists could not date it using dendrochronology.  Tentative dates for the house were 
obtained using radiocarbon dating.  The rectangular structure within the cashel also signifies a 
later building period.  Rectangular structures did not become prevalent in Ireland (except in those 
areas with significant Norman populations, which did not include the Burren) until the 16th and 
17th centuries.  Several artifacts from the archaeological record also indicate a late occupation 
period, such as a bronze string peg for an Irish harp (dated to the 16th century) and an iron 
musket ball (dated to the 17th century).  The iron musket ball also corresponds to contemporary 
reports found indicating the use of arms in the cashel during the 17th century.  These are 
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discussed in further depth in the following section.  Finally, historical documents record the 
change in ownership of the land and cashel, further proving later residence. 
The residents built the house on deep layers of habitation, perhaps a former residence.  
Some of the artifacts recovered from this excavation (Heritage Week 2007) included quern 
stones, used for grinding grain; iron slag from iron smelting; a stone mould used for pouring 
bronze; an undecorated bone comb; and, most importantly, an iron arrowhead in the barb-and-
tanged style.  This find is unique in Ireland, for barb-and-tanged arrowheads in Ireland are, 
excepting this instance, exclusively manufactured from stone. 
Caherconnell only had one wall, though it is tall and thick, indicating the ability to 
command the vast amount of people and power needed to construct such a defense.  As 
subsidiary clan of the O’Lochlainns resided there, that knowledge alone was enough to give 
would-be attackers pause without the additional defensive structures of other walls or the 
common defensive structure of the chevaux-des-frises, employed with much success at other 
ringfort sites such as Cahermacnaghten.  However, it is suggested by other similar sites that the 
entranceway had once held a gatehouse and a strongly fortified entranceway.  Indeed, later 
modifications to the ringfort, dating from the fifteenth century, included double doors to inhibit 
and regulate entryway, as well as stairs constructed in the inner wall of the ringfort that could 
have been utilized as a lookout (Figure 10).  These features, while certainly defensive, would not 
have been nearly enough to defend the fort in case of an attack – of which there certainly was at 
least one.  The presence of a musket ball (July-August 2010 field school excavations) dovetails 
with contemporary reports of musket fire at the site in the 1600s, during the time of Cromwell’s 
invasion.  As the ringfort was given by Cromwell to the Comyns, “transplanted Papists from 
Limerick” (Comber, Personal Communication 25 August 2010), it is clear that the single wall 
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and double-door entranceway were not nearly sufficient to prevent invasion by such well-
equipped outside forces. 
There are two other cashels within the site of Caherconnell.  One is a smaller, standard 
round cashel, while the other is a sub-square structure, dating from about the seventh century 
AD.  The sub-square cashel is an anomaly on the landscape.  Not only does the entrance of 
cashel face south, towards the Kilcorney Valley, but it is roughly square with blunted corners.  
Generally, cashel entrances faced to the east, and were roughly circular.  The sub-square cashel 
does not follow these general rules.  This cashel has been the focus of NUI Galway’s graduate 
excavation program from 2008 until 2011. 
Due to Caherconnell’s anomalous size, the presence of evidence of iron and bronze 
manufacture discussed in the next section, and the location of Caherconnell along several major 
route ways, I propose that Caherconnell was the economic center of the Burren, while 
Cahercommaun was the political center and Kilfenora was the religious center.  The importance 
of Caherconnell, while until now largely unexplored, cannot continue to go unnoticed. 
 
Findings at Caherconnell 
Artifacts found at Caherconnell indicate that the site was commissioned and occupied by 
a small group of high-status individuals.  These artifacts include "items of stone, quartz, bone, 
iron, copper-alloy, and lead" (Hull and Comber 2011:11).  This is similar to occupation patterns 
in other ringforts – especially the nearby ringfort of Cahermacnaughten, which housed the Uí 
Dabhoireann family, the lawyers of the Corcu Mruads.  Both Caherconnell and 
Cahermacnaughten were occupied from approximately AD 800 until the 1600s, when 
Cromwell’s invasion of Ireland necessarily changed settlement patterns in the region. 
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Stone artifacts include “fragments of rotary querns, whetstones, anvil stones, re-used 
prehistoric stone axes or fragments thereof, hammer-stones and a piece of spindle-whorl.  Other 
items include a range of chert lithics, some water-rolled pebbles, a few small pieces of quartz, 
and a fragment of a quartz bead” (Hull and Comber 2011:11).  Other artifacts found include bone 
combs, bone pins and a possible weaving tool such as a shuttle. 
Utilitarian metal objects include nails, rivets, and small tacks; other, more specialized 
iron objects included a horse-shoe fragment and tanged knives, four of which were recovered.  
Copper-alloy artifacts include a decorated dress pin (Figure 14), a very corroded possible dress 
pin, a possible hair-pin (Figure 13), a fragment of a strap-end, and a tongue from a buckle.  There 
were few lead objects found, however, these include two musket/pistol balls, a small cylinder of 
solid lead, and a few crumpled strips of the metal.   
While, indeed, there seems to be a lack of an human occupational at Caherconnell during 
the fourteenth century, the walls of the cashel seem to have been maintained and it has been 
suggested by Comber that the fort was used during this period primarily as a cattle pen (Michelle 
Comber Personal Communication 2011).  Indeed, it seems as though a separate section of the 
fort during its heyday were used to house cattle at night in times of trouble.  As wealth during the 
Early Medieval period was measured by heads of cattle, it would be beneficial to the residents of 
the fort to protect their cattle and thus their status in the eyes of Irish law.  This further 
emphasizes the importance of Caherconnell’s residents. 
 
Caherconnell and other sites 
While the main cashel at Caherconnell is the only site to date with evidence of bronze 
production in addition to iron production in the nearby area, there is evidence of bronze being 
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consumed at several major sites in the Burren.  Cahercommaun in particular, the posited political 
center of the Burren, has several fine bronze jewelry pieces currently on loan to the Clare 
Museum, particularly the ring-headed bronze pin discovered by Hencken during his excavations 
in 1934.  Another, simpler bronze pin was discovered during the same excavations, in addition to 
miscellaneous bronze items such as a stud (Hencken 1938). 
Cahercommaun’s possession of bronze items confirms its high status in Early Medieval 
Ireland.  Cahercommaun, located along the edge of a cliff in the Burren, has a commanding view 
of the landscape and, more importantly, only one route of attack open to enemies.  The site was 
incredibly powerful and took much time and manpower to build, for it is a trivallate, or three-
ringed fort and the inner wall alone consists of 16,500 tons of stone.  As Cahercommaun 
produced iron, living at or around the site would have been more attractive.  Although the 
political and social power of the site was also an incredible incentive to live there, metal 
production would have given Cahercommaun its edge over other rival families in the area. 
The builders of Cahercommaun were the Corcu Mruad, who commanded the area of the 
Burren during the Early Medieval period.  The site was constructed in AD 800, though occupied 
from about AD 500 (Gibson 1990).  The people who constructed the site lived in house rings 
around the fort, relying on their proximity to the fort for protection while being ready to protect 
the site itself.  However, Cahercommaun fell out of use at approximately AD 900, just as the 
main cashel at Caherconnell was constructed.  It is thus extremely unlikely that the bronze found 
at the site came from Caherconnell. 
While Cahercommaun was the ruling site in the area at the time of Caherconnell’s 
construction, they were occupied simultaneously for a very short period.  Other sites in the 
Burren, such as Cahermacnaghten, correspond better with the occupation pattern of 
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Caherconnell.  Although Cahermacnaghten was primarily the site for the O’Davoren family law 
school, there was a major residential portion of the site, and it has been posited by FitzPatrick 
that the ringfort itself was used for residential purposes. 
The residents of Cahermacnaghten were not farmers by trade, and their prestige came 
from keeping the records of the Corcu Mruads.  However, the cashel at Cahermacnaghten is 
most comparable to the main cashel at Caherconnell.  While Caherconnell is much larger in size 
than Cahermacnaghten (30m in diameter [FitzPatrick 2009:291]), both sites feature late 
modifications, including modified wall fabric and Late Medieval/Early Modern buildings within 
the cashel.  Both sites also had finds dating from the Late Medieval period, confirming late 
occupation (FitzPatrick 2009:286-7).  The modified entrances of both cashels also feature 
similarities, particularly the cut-stone entranceway and punch-dressed jambs 
(FitzPatrick 2009:290) (Figure 10).  These later alterations to the site would require wealth, and 
while this wealth was obtained in different ways these late modifications to the fort confirm they 
were still occupied and maintained long after the original posited date of abandonment. 
 
Interpretations 
The evidence of ferrous and non-ferrous metal manufacture at Caherconnell is important.  
The presence of bronze slag and stone moulds used for pouring bronze suggests that bronze was 
manufactured at Caherconnell.  Other, larger, sites in the area do not have the same evidence of 
bronze manufacture, especially the site of Cahercommaun, situated near Caherconnell.  
However, bronze jewelry has been found at Cahercommaun and Caherconnell, as well as several 
other sites in the area.  The prestige of bronze jewelry is emphasized by its presence at important 
sites such as Tara and Cahercommaun (Hencken 1938). 
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Occupation at Caherconnell has been divided by Comber and Hull into four phases.  
Phase One includes the construction of the cashel and its first occupation layers.  The firepit cut 
into the bedrock (Context 40) is included in this first phase, as is the cashel wall (Context 1), the 
drain excavated in the summer 2011 dig, and the first entrance phase, though “major elements in 
the 2010 and 2011 excavations were not directly stratigraphically placed” 
(Hull and Comber 2011:8).  This phase dates from between the early tenth and the early 
thirteenth century.  Artifacts excavated from this phase include “chert pieces, bone comb 
fragments, and a prehistoric stone axe that had been reused as a hone stone” 
(Hull and Comber 2011:7). 
Phase Two, or the middle phase, contains the occupation layers directly above Phase 
One.  A major feature of Phase Two was the slab-built path excavated in 2010 (Context 10), and 
the “deliberately laid slab surface at the same level” (Hull and Comber 2011:8) (Contexts 11, 12, 
33).  Artifacts from Phase Two include chert pieces, whetstones (Finds 56 and 172), an anvil 
stone (Find 180), and a fragment of a quartz bead (Find 189).  Metal artifacts from this phase 
include “sheet metal pierced by rivets (50, 79) [and] a copper-alloy buckle tongue/brooch pin 
(58)” (Hull and Comber 2011:12)  A possible weaving tool carved from bone (Find 88) also falls 
into this phase. 
Phase Three, or the late phase, includes the current, remodeled entrance excavated during 
the summer of 2010., as well as the probably contemporaneous slab surface (Context 28).  The 
artifacts from this phase most certainly highlight high-status occupants at Caherconnell, “a status 
also evident in the re-modelled entrance with its cut and dressed stones” (Hull and Comber 
2011:12).  Artifacts include chert pieces, hammerstones (Finds 131 and 178), whetstones (Finds 
133 and 136), and a stone spindle-whorl fragment (Find 6).  Metal and high-status artifacts 
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include iron knives (Finds 152 and 167), a copper-alloy dress pin (Find 162), a bronze harp peg 
(Find 1), a copper-alloy hairpin (Find 145), a lead musket ball (Find 30), and a decorative 
copper-alloy fitting (Find 8) (Hull and Comber 2011:12). 
Phase Four, the last phase, signifies a move away from the use of the cashel as a 
residents.  This phase roughly corresponds with the displacement of the O’Lochlainns at the 
beginning of the 17th century, due to political shifts in Ireland from Cromwell’s invasion.  Phase 
Four “marks a change in cashel use, from human habitation to occasional animal pen” 
(Hull and Comber 2011:12).  Artifacts from this phase include iron nails and fragments and a 
fragment of a horse-shoe (Find 48). 
Artifacts at the site indicate that metal was worked there.  Iron slag was found, indicating 
the presence of a smith.  In addition, there are indications that bronze, a high-status indicator, 
was produced at the site.  This is suggested by the discovery of a stone mould used for casting 
pins made out of bronze or copper alloy.  The numerous bronze artifacts, including a loop of 
wire most likely from a brooch, crumpled copper alloy strips (possibly from a collar), and pins 
(decorated and undecorated) indicate that Caherconnell was a high-status site.  These finds were 
not limited to the main cashel.  The NUI Galway excavations at the sub-square cashel have 
uncovered evidence of early high-status occupation.  This is primarily supported by the 
discovery of a beautifully decorated bronze pin that once held colored enamel (Figure 19).  A 
tentative date of between the seventh and ninth centuries has been assigned to the pin using 
diagnostic features such as the cloisonné style of the pin.  This pin remained in more or less the 
same place it was dropped in the Early Medieval period, as the retaining walls of the cashel 
prevented the sliding of earth and dislocation of the artifacts found.  This pin indicates the high 
status of the builders and occupiers of this cashel. 
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Evidence of high-status metal objects themselves being consumed at Caherconnell is 
further reinforced by evidence of their production at the site as well.  The presence of slag, 
particularly iron slag, inside the cashel wall indicate metal was produced at the site.  The 
presence of such high-status items confirms the existence of an income outside of the typical 
means of residents in the Burren.  Although the residents of Caherconnell were farmers in one of 
the richest valleys in the Burren, and were a subsidiary branch of one of the most powerful 
families in the region, their wealth was in excess of their status.  An external source of income 
provides an explanation for this.  The patronage of the Kilcorney Parish by the O’Lochlainn 
family also required a significant amount of wealth.  In fact, it was due only to their patronage 
that they were able to exist long after other, similar-sized parishes were condensed by the 
Catholic Church. 
A stone mould for casting bronze pins was excavated during the Heritage Week 
excavations of the fort (25 August – 7 September 2007) inside the stone house.  The stone mould 
is a rectangularly shaped piece, fashioned out of smoothed sandstone.  The mould was broken 
into at least three pieces, two of which were recovered.  The end of the mould was not recovered.  
Evidence of wear indicates that the mould was later used as a whetstone.  There are three distinct 
patterns of wear, two of which are on the long faces of the sandstone.  The third is along the 
shorter, top end of the face. 
Due to the tapering nature of one of the man-made grooves of the mould, it is posited by 
Hull and Comber that this stone was used as a mould for casting bronze dress pins.  This is also 
substantiated by the possible metallurgical residue at the tip of the mould.  The piece recovered 
was most likely a single part of a bivalve mould.  This dates the mould, and thus the production 
of bronze, at a later age.  However, the discovery of bronze slag expands the timeframe when 
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bronze was produced at the fort, from the beginning of the main cashel’s occupation period to 
the end of it. 
Evidence of iron slag and traces of copper alloy on the stone mould found in 2007 
suggest that metalworking, particularly ironworking, was practiced at the cashel.  These findings 
are in different areas and layers of the site – the stone mould was found during the 2007 
excavations of Structure A, while bronze and iron slag was found in all excavations within the 
cashel in layers spanning the beginning of its occupation period until the fifteenth or sixteenth 
centuries. 
The amount of high-status objects uncovered during excavations at the main cashel 
indicate its builders were very wealthy and able to import and create luxury items.  One of the 
most important luxury items in Ireland at the time was copper alloy, or bronze.  Bronze was used 
for weapons but was more exclusively extensively used for jewelry, due to its pliability and 
beauty.  Formerly solely utilitarian items such as dress pins began to be produced from bronze 
rather than iron.  Other items such as clasps also were fashioned from bronze. 
Iron artifacts produced at the site were more likely to be produced specifically for the use 
of the residents of the cashel.  The field school excavations have uncovered abundant evidence of 
iron slag in particular, proving the presence of a smith and the time and ability to make iron 
objects.  These objects may have included the knives found at the site (Figure 15) and other, 
more delicate work such as the iron dress pins found.  A burnishing stone was also found during 
the 2011 field school excavations, suggesting that pieces were finished at the site (Figure 18). 
Due to the amount and type of artifacts found, it seems likely that the residents at 
Caherconnell both consumed high-status items and produced them.  Artifacts such as copper 
alloy dress pins and the stone mould to cast them indicate that this precious metal was being 
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worked at the site.  The discovery of iron slag and a possible anvil show that iron was also 
produced at the site.  The presence of iron objects also shows Caherconnell’s high status, 
especially the iron barb-and-tang arrowhead (Figure 8).  In addition, the discovery of a total of 
seven bone combs, as well as sawed bone, indicates that these delicate artifacts were not only 
being consumed on the site, but produced as well. 
The production of high-status items at Caherconnell gives it a certain cachet among other 
similar sites.  The ability to produce high-status goods leads to the assumption that these goods 
were also sold, giving the residents at Caherconnell an income separate from farming and cattle.  
This income could be the basis of Caherconnell’s ability to command the workforce needed to 
construct the main cashel, as well as the income to employ large numbers of people for defence 
and building purposes.  This income was in addition to the income garnered by raising cattle, in 
and of itself a substantial sum.  The farmland in the Kilcorney Valley, in which Caherconnell is 
situated, is among the richest in the Burren.  However, it is the production of metal objects, in 
particular high-status objects, that gave Caherconnell its luxurious high-status items and extra 
wealth. 
The widespread consumption of high-status items is prevalent throughout Caherconnell’s 
history.  The earliest structures on the site, the sub-square cashels located in a modern day cow 
pasture, have yielded several items of interest.  A large iron dress pin, with decoration (though 
found separately from the main body of the pin), was found in the sub-square fort in the summer 
of 2011 (Personal Communication Michelle Comber).  A blue glass bead was discovered in the 
summer of 2010 (Personal Communication Michelle Comber).  The glass bead has a decorative 
pattern of raised dots on the curved surface, completely circumnavigating the bead.  It is 
approximately one and a half centimeters in diameter. 
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Perhaps the most obvious indication of the consumption of high-status items in the early 
history of occupation at Caherconnell was the decorated bronze dress pin in the cloisonné style 
unearthed in the summer of 2011.  This pin has empty cloisonnes where there had once been 
colored enamel.  Tentatively, a date of the 8th century has been assigned to this find, due to 
diagnostic features such as the size of the pin, as well as its decorative emblems.  These are 
indicative of pre-Viking bronzeworking in Ireland. 
Another bronze pin, found at the main cashel in 2009, was a larger, less decorative stick 
pin made of copper alloy.  This was possibly cast at the site using the stone mould that was found 
two years earlier during the exploratory excavation of the stone house in the main cashel in 2007 
(Figure 9).  This stick pin was used for fastening heavy cloaks at the shoulder, due to the strength 
of the metal and the thickness of the pin.  It has been assigned a tentative date from the 11th to 
13th centuries.  The shape and size of the pin suggest it may have been manufactured at the site, 
as it is similar in size and shape to the bronze mould discovered two years earlier. 
In addition to the blue glass bead found in the sub-square cashel, another bead was found 
in the main cashel during the August 2011 excavations.  This bead was carved from quartz and 
was found in the lower layers of the trench that was opened in June 2011, to the south of the 
entrance.  The bead is about an inch in diameter, and is unfortunately broken.  It appears the bead 
was threaded onto a string and worn as jewelry such as a necklace or bracelet rather than being 
used for decoration on clothing.  Beads are, in themselves, luxury items.  They are used solely 
for decorative purposes and not for any utilitarian purposes.  The beads found at Caherconnell 
were also manufactured from high-status luxury items such as glass (particularly colored glass) 
and quartz, found at many Medieval Irish sites.  This suggests that the bead was produced in the 
earlier occupation levels of the site. 
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A loop of fine bronze wire, approximately one inch long and three quarters of an inch 
wide, was found during the field school excavations of the main cashel in 2011.  The loop of 
wire was shaped in a teardrop.  Due to the fineness of the wire, it is more than likely that this 
wire was a loop fallen from a decorative object that was probably a brooch.  The bronze wire 
suggests that brooches or other delicate items were possibly repaired at the site, and confirms 
that such high-status items were consumed there.  This piece of bronze wire further shows that 
very high-status items were consumed at Caherconnell.  The delicacy of the bronze wire and the 
complexity of perceived pattern of the possible brooch indicates the very high-status nature of 
the object. 
The artifacts found at Caherconnell span its occupation period, however, they all indicate 
the same thing – the residents of Caherconnell commanded an exceptional amount of wealth for 
their time period and location.  This wealth allowed them to become patrons of the Kilcorney 
Parish (Comber 2008:105), allowed the sponsoring of a smith to provide utilitarian and high-
status metal work for the family, and, first of all, allowed the construction of the cashel itself.  
Excavations from the interior of the cashel, limited as they are, seem to indicate that the residents 
wanted to continue their long-established native traditions rather than succumbing to English 
influence.  The lack of pottery recovered suggests this, as well as “the continuation of long-
established processes such as ironworking, textile-production and grain processing [using quern 
stones], and the use of traditional art[i]fact types such as the bone comb” (Hull and Comber 
2011:13).  With the great deal of wealth produced by the site, the residents certainly would have 
been able to access English goods if so desired; indeed, several English artifacts have been 
found, such as the musket ball and English coins dating from the 14th and 16th centuries found in 
the doline in 2008.  However, it seems a conscious choice on behalf of the occupants of the 
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cashel to preserve their way of life, leading to their occupation of the main cashel long after the 
majority of cashels were abandoned.  Their wealth, and their desire to remain Irish in the face of 
invasions from the Normans and the English, enabled the residents to remain in the cashel until 
the 1640s, living and farming the land there. 
 
 
Conclusions 
A source of wealth independent from agricultural pursuits allowed the families of 
Caherconnell to survive and flourish in later centuries, including maintenance of the cashel and 
expansion/renovation of several key areas such as the entranceway and living areas.  Stairs were 
also built into the cashel walls later in the fort’s history.  The location of the cashel made it an 
incredibly attractive site for Cromwell to seize in the 1640s, despite its location in the Burren.  It 
was later occupied by a family moved to the area by Cromwell – the Comyns, transplanted 
Papists from Limerick (Personal Communication Michelle Comber). 
Wealth from bronze and iron production allowed this subsidary branch of the 
O’Lochlainn family the wealth to provide patronage to the Kilcorney Parish, and their wealth 
also allowed for the production of high-status bronze objects to keep for themselves, without the 
need for exporting every piece produced.  It is clear that many of the artifacts recovered at 
Caherconnell were high-status artifacts, and it is probable that several of them were produced at 
the site. 
Production of ferrous and non-ferrous metal at the site enabled the occupants of 
Caherconnell to accumulate much wealth and status.  Not only was their wealth spent on high-
status goods such as bronze dress pins, bronze pegs from Irish harps, or quartz beads – they used 
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their wealth to maintain their cashel and to effect renovations upon it, particularly evident in the 
entrance way.  Their patronage also extended to the Kilcorney Parish Church, enabling its 
survival long after other parishes were destroyed. 
Without the added income from producing metal at the site it is likely that renovations on 
the cashel would not have been effected, possibly leading to the site’s abandonment as a 
residence before Cromwell’s invasion.  While the occupants may have continued to use the site 
as a cattle pen, as other ringforts were used during the decline of their use as residences, the site 
may not have been used any more as a residence. 
In addition to providing the residents with surplus wealth, producing metal at the site 
gave Caherconnell a status among other ringforts in the area.  Other, larger ringforts, such as 
Cahercommaun, produced neither ferrous nor non-ferrous metals.  It is clear that other, smaller 
sites provided craft centers for the region; the main cashel at Caherconnell, while built at the end 
of Cahercommaun’s occupation period, may have provided such services for other ringforts in 
the area. 
Caherconnell’s role in the Burren cannot be fully determined without a full excavation of 
the site – not only the main cashel, but the other structures on the site as well.  Without this full 
excavation, we can only begin to grasp its importance in the region – and important this site is.  
As the main cashel itself is far larger than standard cashels in Ireland, and it was a residence of 
members of the O’Lochlainn family, it is evident that the site was of some importance during the 
Early Medieval Period.  Its location along several major routeways in the Burren also indicates 
the site was not only important to the immediate area, but important in matters of trade in the 
Burren and beyond – especially as the site produced metal objects. 
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However, until a full excavation is made, and indeed until more ringforts in the Burren 
are excavated, the role Caherconnell played in the Early Medieval society in the Burren cannot 
be fully confirmed.  Until these excavations are conducted, we cannot know whether or not 
Caherconnell was the main producer of ferrous and non-ferrous metalwork in the region or only 
a secondary producer.  However, in years to come I am certain that these questions will be 
answered. 
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Appendix 1: Catalogue of features and deposits 
Context No. Description Phase 
0 Bedrock - 
1 Cashel wall 1 
2 Tumble in entrance 4 
3 Sod 4 
4 Humus 4 
5 Tumble inside entrance 4 
6 Tumble outside entrance 4 
7 Jamb stones 4 
8 Gravel at entrance 4 
9 Tumble and occupation material 2 and 3 
10 Path 2 
11 Slab surface north of 10 2 
12 Rough slab surface south of 10 2 
13 Stony deposit in entrance 3 
14 Cobbled surface in entrance 3 
15 Internal door features 3 
16 Occupation layer 2 
17 External door features 3 
18 Slabs in entrance 3 
19 Compacted material in entrance ? natural 1 
20 Post hole in entrance 1 and/or 2 
21 Fill of 20 1 and/or 2 
22 Late tumble 4 
23 Tumble 4 
24 Rebuilt section of 01 4 
25 Occupation layer 3 
26 Area of burning 3 
27 Early modern wall 4 
28 Upper slab surface 3 
29 Rough slab surface, north side 28 3 
30 Rough slab surface, south side 28 3 
31 Area of burning 3 
32 Silty clay 3 
33 Lower slab surface 2 
34 Possible drain 2 
35 Fill of 34 2 
36 Occupation layer 1 
37 Levelling layer 1 
38 Area of burning 1 
39 Area of burning 1 
40 Rock-cut fire pit 1 
41 Secondary fill of 40 1 
42 Primary fill of 40 1 
(Hull and Comber 2011:16) 
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(Hull and Comber 2011). 
40 
 
 
 
Figure 1: The Burren region showing the location of cathair and mothair sites with late 
occupancy dates.  Drawing by Ronan Hennessy (FitzPatrick 2009:284). 
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Figure 2: Map of chiefdoms during the Iron Age (Gibson 1995:122). 
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Figure 3: Ordnance Survey map of the Burren (Hull and Comber 2011). 
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Figure 4: Map of Caherconnell showing the main cashel, circular cashel and sub-square 
enclosure (after Hull and Comber 2011). 
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Figure 5: Map of Caherconnell Cashel showing locations of excavations (after Hull and Comber 
2011). 
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Figure 6: Aerial view of Caherconnell Cashel showing the location of the Summer 2011 
excavations (<http://www.facebook.com/caherconnell>). 
 
46 
 
 
 
 
Figure 7: Cashel entrance and path (Context 10) looking southeast during the 2010 excavations.  
Scales 2m (Hull and Comber 2010). 
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Figure 8: Bronze harp peg, excavated 2010 (Find 01, Hull and Comber 2011). 
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Figure 9: Copper alloy fitting, excavated 2010 (Find 08, Hull and Comber 2011). 
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Figure 10: Bronze pin, excavated 2011 (Find 145). 
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Figure 11: Bronze pin, excavated 2011 (Find 162). 
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Figure 12: Iron knife, excavated 2011 (Find 167). 
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Figure 13: Whetstone, excavated 2011 (Find 172). 
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Figure 14: Hammer stone, excavated 2011 (Find 204). 
 
54 
 
 
 
 
Figure 15: Burnishing stone, excavated 2011 (Find 131). 
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Figure 16: Cloisonné-style bronze pin, excavated from the sub-square enclosure 2011 
(<http://www.facebook.com/caherconnell>). 
 
 
